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REV. CHARLES W. GILKEY 
Hyde Park Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois 



Acts 17:30: The times of ignorance 
therefore God overlooked; but now he 
commandeth men that they should all 
everywhere repent. 

This is the peremptory summons 
with which the gospel of Christ comes 
to every man, every nation, every age: 
"Repent." That young Chinese was 
perfectly right who, when he was study- 
ing Christianity with a view to its 
personal acceptance, said to the mission- 
ary: "If I become a Christian I shall 
have to acknowledge and abandon at 
once the wrong things I have been doing, 
for your Christian God is a confessing 
God." And there is something very 
true to a genuine Christian experience in 
that story of the two Manchurian neigh- 
bors who had been bitter enemies for 
many years because of an old quarrel 
over the boundary between their farms. 
When the Korean revival spread over 
into Manchuria several years ago they 
were both soundly converted. The mis- 
sionary who told the story in my hearing 
was an eyewitness of what happened the 
next time they met. Each rushed up to 
the other with the cry, " It was all my 
fault." "No," was the instant reply of 
both, "it was all mine." And then, 
amid tears of joy, their arms about each 
other, they were reconciled in their 
mutual repentance. 

It is no accident therefore that this 
sharp summons of Paul calling the 
Athenians to repentance is the same 



summons — for that matter the very 
word — with which according to Matthew 
Jesus began his public preaching: 
"Repent ye; for the kingdom of heaven 
is at hand." Dean Bosworth has strik- 
ingly paraphrased this summons of Jesus 
in words which I want to borrow today 
as a working definition of what repent- 
ance really means: "Change your life; 
for God is introducing among men a new 
order of things." True repentance 
means more than, "Be sorry for what 
you have done"; it means also and no 
less, "Do differently from now on." 
That was the command of Jesus when, 
in Mark's simple but pregnant phrase, 
he "came into Galilee, preaching the 
gospel of God." It was the command 
of Paul in Christ's name as he preached 
on Mars Hill and in all the great centers 
of the eastern Roman Empire. From 
that day to this it has been in the fore- 
front of the message of every true Chris- 
tian preacher and worker and missionary 
— this age-long, world-wide summons of 
Christian evangelism: forsake your old 
life, turn over a new leaf and begin a 
new one; for God wants you and will 
help you to change, not only your mind, 
but your heart, your purpose, your 
whole way of living. 

Now this text of Paul to the Athenians 
tells us several things about Christian 
repentance that we very often forget or 
overlook, and that I want particularly to 
impress on you. It tells us, for one 
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thing, what is God's standard of judg- 
ment, by comparison with which men 
can tell whether they need to repent, and 
in which direction they must change their 
lives. In the very next verse Paul goes 
on: "He will judge the world in right- 
eousness by that man whom he hath 
ordained." Now like every good Bap- 
tist I believe in the right of every individ- 
ual to interpret the Bible for himself, 
in the light of the most careful study and 
with the illumination of the Spirit of 
God dwelling in his own soul, and I am 
entirely willing that you should interpret 
what Paul has to say in this verse about 
the day of judgment, in whatever way 
seems to you most in accord with sound 
scholarship and the spirit of Christ. 
But on any reasonable interpretation it 
seems clear to me that what Paul means 
is this: God has revealed to us men in 
Jesus Christ our Lord, plainly and 
finally, the divine standards of character 
and the divine spirit of service to which 
he expects us as his children to conform. 
Wherever, putting our lives alongside 
the life of Jesus, we discover a discrep- 
ancy, there we must repent and amend 
our ways. Whenever such a discrep- 
ancy discovers itself to our consciences 
and we let it go unrepented of and uncor- 
rected, there is sin. And by our increas- 
ing conformity to that divine standard 
revealed in Christ, or our careless and 
contented lapses from it, God will 
finally judge every man of us. 

This standard of judgment revealed 
in Christ applies, not only to us as 
individuals, but to all of us together as 
groups and classes of men, and to our 
social habits and institutions In the 
text Paul is speaking to his hearers, not 
only as men one by one, but together as 



residents of the city and citizens of the 
state — "Ye men of Athens" he calls 
them. And he summons them to repent, 
not only of the idolatry which they 
practiced each man for himself, but of 
the superstition of which their whole 
city was collectively guilty. That is 
always characteristic of God's calls to 
repentance as it is of his judgments: 
both alike fall equally on our personal 
and our social sins and shortcomings. 
He bids us compare our fads and our 
fashions, our customs and our institu- 
tions, our ways of doing business, our 
economic regime, our whole social order, 
with the standards and the spirit of 
Christ. Wherever we find a glaring 
discrepancy, there he commands us to 
change our ways, however venerable and 
generally accepted they may seem to be. 
Wherever such a discrepancy persists 
uncorrected, there is social sin. For by 
its increasing conformity to the divine 
standard and spirit revealed in Christ, 
or by the yawning divergences which we 
put up with because things always have 
been that way, will God finally judge our 
social order — and some of us fear that 
he will condemn it. 

But there is implicit in this great text 
an even deeper truth about the Christian 
call to repentance, to which we Christian 
people have always been too willingly 
blind. We have too often supposed that 
repentance was a duty which you dis- 
charge once for all at the beginning of 
the Christian life and have then done 
with, that the only people called to 
repentance are those, particularly those 
outbreaking sinners or those heathen 
nations, that have not yet begun to 
follow Christ at all. Now this is a very 
comforting and a very comfortable 
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doctrine for Christian people and Chris- 
tian nations, but it does not square with 
the plain teaching of Jesus or with the 
plain facts of Christian experience. You 
remember that deep saying in John's 
Gospel: ''I have yet many things to say 
unto you, but ye cannot bear them now. 
Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, 
is come, he shall guide you into all 

truth He shall glorify me; for 

he shall take of mine, and shall declare 
it unto you." Jesus evidently expected 
that under the guidance of the indwelling 
spirit of God in their hearts his followers 
would understand him better and better 
the longer they followed him, and that 
new aspects of his character, new applica- 
tions of his teaching and spirit, would be 
revealed by that same indwelling Spirit 
to successive generations of his followers. 
Surely this expectation has been con- 
firmed in the personal experience of every 
sincere and growing Christian. You 
and I started to follow Christ long years 
ago and repentance then meant to us, 
rightly, the abandoning of some old 
habit, of some familiar sin, that was at 
open variance with him. But in the 
years since we have been discovering 
new demands of Jesus upon us, new con- 
flicts between our natural dispositions 
and attitudes and his. We have found 
him reproving our consciences, not only 
for sins of the flesh and of the will, but 
for sins of the disposition and tempera- 
ment, and particularly for unchristian 
attitudes toward other people that 
formerly we had not realized to be sins 
at all. Every one of these emerging 
divergences between his life and ours 
has thus enlarged and deepened our 
sense of sin and of need for forgiveness; 
and every one of them has been a new 



call to repentance. For in every grow- 
ing Christian life repentance has a 
progressive character: it is the continual 
renouncing of the things in us that one 
after another appear un-Christlike, and 
the constant striving, in the words of the 
children's prayer, 

To grow more like thee every day. 

Not only in our personal lives but in 
our social history does this same progres- 
sive summons to repentance under the 
enlarging judgment of Christ go on. 
Over and over again has it happened dur- 
ing these nineteen centuries since Jesus 
lived. Let me give you a very familiar 
illustration. There were long centuries 
after Jesus lived before it ever dawned 
upon men's minds or consciences that 
there was any deep and essential conflict 
between Christianity and human slavery. 
Paul in his epistles accepted slavery as a 
matter of course, just as he accepted a 
great many other social institutions of 
his day and nation, including the use of 
alcoholic liquors. It is a significant indi- 
cation, by the way, of the grave dangers 
and easy errors of that literalistic method 
of interpreting the Bible which is still 
so popular among many of our Baptist 
brethren, that a century ago men were 
defending slavery, just as fifty years ago 
they were opposing temperance, by an 
appeal to the very words of the New 
Testament that was irrefutable on literal- 
istic grounds. Verily it is as true of 
social progress as Paul said it was of 
real spirituality, that " the letter killeth, 
but the spirit giveth life." For two 
centuries ago the consciences of Christian 
men began to see that there was a fun- 
damental and irreconcilable conflict 
between Jesus' teaching that all human 
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beings are of infinite value and immortal 
destiny, because all alike are children of 
one common Father, and the current 
practice of buying and selling black men 
as personal property. A century ago 
this feeling had deepened into a con- 
viction in England and the North. 
Through fifty years of bitter controversy 
God and her own Christian conscience 
judged America for what by that time 
was plain as the sin of slavery; and in 
the blood and tears of the Civil War she 
repented. 

If another illustration is necessary, 
take the history of monasticism in the 
Christian church. It was long centuries 
before sincere Christian men had any 
idea that there was any inconsistency 
between Jesus' spirit of unselfish service 
and the absolute concentration of the 
mediaeval monk or nun on the task of 
saving his or her own soul, regardless 
of the needs and claims of body or of 
kindred, of fellow-men or of posterity. 
Only gradually has there come to our 
modern world the realization of the deep 
meaning of the parable of the Last 
Judgment: that in the eyes of Jesus and 
of God self-absorption even in religion is 
wrong and must be repented of ; and that 
the way of unselfish service is the way to 
life more abundant both here and here- 
after. 

These personal and social experiences 
may help us to understand what Paul 
means by that very striking first phrase 
of the text. In this progressive revela- 
tion of God's standards and purposes 
through Jesus Christ our Lord, his divine 
judgment extending itself steadily over 
all the ranges of human life, there must 
inevitably have been what Paul calls 
"times of ignorance." He recognizes 



frankly that there was a time when 
sincere and pious Athenians did not have 
the least idea that idolatry was anything 
to be repented of. Just so there was a 
time in our early Christian experience 
when we did not realize that we must 
repent of some things that now Christ 
has shown us we must abandon. Just 
so there was a time when God-fearing 
Americans never dreamed that human 
slavery was wrong; when devoted 
monks and nuns really thought that 
through their ascetic self-absorption 
they were offering to God the highest 
service. These "times of ignorance," 
says Paul, "God overlooked," and does 
not condemn men who lived up to the 
best light they had. "But now" .... 
it is entirely different. We are living in 
a time when Jesus Christ has laid bare 
the true character of these same things 
judged by his standards. And now that 
has happened, "God commandeth men 
that they should all everywhere repent" 
— of those things. 

Now you and I are living in such a day 
of judgment as human history has hardly 
known before. I am not anxious to 
debate questions of theology or exegesis. 
I am entirely willing that each one of us 
shall interpret the relation of the day in 
which we are living to the day of judg- 
ment of which Paul speaks, according to 
his own light in good Baptist fashion. 
But surely it needs no proof to say that 
during the last four years the conscience 
of the free peoples of the world, and 
particularly of the Christian men among 
them, has been roused from haziness and 
torpor to new sensitiveness and new 
conviction on certain questions that 
have suddenly become the burning moral 
and spiritual issues of our momentous 
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time. The judging spirit of Jesus Christ, 
ranging up and down our human life, 
has challenged certain things that for 
generations and centuries have been 
taken for granted. These past "times 
of ignorance" we believe that God over- 
looks for us and for our fathers as he did 
for the Athenians. Our fathers need no 
excuse or defense for these things, for 
they were living up to all the light they 
had — often with a devotion that puts 
ours to shame. "But now" the living, 
judging Spirit of God is revealing to us 
through Christ higher standards and 
tasks different from those given to them. 
We cannot excuse ourselves in God's 
present-day judgment by pleading that 
because our fathers did these things it is 
therefore right for us to do them; for 
we have more light than they did. It 
does not follow that what was good 
enough for our fathers — slavery, for 
instance, or idolatry, or monasticism — 
is good enough for us. The very virtues 
of one generation may become the vices 
of the next. "The times of that igno- 
rance God overlooked. But now". . . . 
We are living, for one thing, in a day 
when God is judging the old system of 
relations between nations and calling us 
to repent of our international anarchy. 
For long centuries men have honestly 
thought — Christian men too — that the 
highest duty of the citizen and the last 
word in the policy of the state is self- 
interested patriotism. Every morning 
our leading Chicago paper prints at the 
head of its editorial columns the famous 
motto which is the complete expression of 
that ancient view: "My country, right 
or wrong.'' But the tragedy of the last 
four years has been showing us with 
awful clearness just where that motto 



leads. That is exactly the philosophy 
which the military leaders of Germany 
have used to lead their people blindfold 
into launching the most terrible war in 
history. Quite apart from the crimes 
which have caused and then heightened 
the horrors of this war, we can see now 
that this same philosophy — every nation 
for itself and the Kaiser take the hind- 
most — is the evil nest in which breed and 
thrive those snaky policies that spread 
war in the earth: the ruthless pursuit 
of your own national interests regardless 
of the rights of other smaller nations, the 
commercial and colonial exploitation of 
backward peoples, the pressing of eco- 
nomic interests with armed force, and the 
resulting competition of armaments in a 
precarious balance of power. There are 
three things which we must do if we 
would deliver humanity from that horrid 
brood which makes wars in the earth. 
First and foremost, by a decisive military 
victory we must stamp out the breeding 
nest in that European country where it 
has made its home and has its way. 
Secondly, we must kill the stray snakes 
of jingoism and militarism that are loose 
in the democracies of Italy and France, 
of Britain and of our own America too. 
Let us not forget that less than two years 
ago a whole section of our press and our 
business interests were clamoring to do 
in Mexico substantially what Germany 
is doing in Russia today. "The time 
of that ignorance God overlooked; but 
now he commandeth men that they 
should all everywhere repent." And 
thirdly, the measure of our repentance 
will be the earnestness and persistence 
with which we lead the other free peoples 
of the earth toward the creation of a new 
international order — the formation of a 
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League of Nations that shall make war 
more difficult and finally impossible. 
That was the splendid vision of the 
young Pole in Chicago, who on the day 
on which he was drafted into our new 
National Army wrote on a postcard to 
his chum at Hull House: 

Hurrah! I am a soldier of the United 
States Army. We shall fight the last great 
battle for perpetual peace. We shall bring 
about the federation of the world. Your 
soldier of liberty, Moeitz. 

We are living, again, in a day when 
God is judging our social order and bid- 
ding us repent of our competitive indi- 
vidualism. It was the theory of the 
economists of a century ago, and has been 
the practice of the lawmakers and indus- 
trial leaders ever since, that the welfare 
of society is best served when every man 
looks out for himself and each class in 
the social order stands up for its own 
rights, fights for them if necessary in 
strike or lockout, and gets them if it can. 
The result has been the sprawling 
individualism, the cut-throat competi- 
tion, the ruthless exploitation of the 
slow-witted and the weak by the shrewd 
and the strong, and the glaring contrasts 
between grinding poverty for the many 
and corrupting luxury for the few, which 
characterize our present capitalistic and 
most unchristian industrial regime. Al- 
ready before the war our consciences 
were troubling us about it, as we remem- 
bered the sympathy of Jesus for the poor 
and the downtrodden Of his day, and his 
declaration that it is not the will of God 
that one of these his little ones should 
perish. But under the sudden strain 
of war the old order of things has been 
before our eyes trembling to its fall. 
Already radical reforms that would 



otherwise have had to wait for genera- 
tions have come to pass, and every 
forward-looking man can see that still 
more radical reconstruction must follow 
the war. Just what forms it will take 
no man can say — though the leaders of 
the new British Labor Party have seemed 
to see farther and clearer than any of the 
world's statesmen as yet. But we can 
see that the new order will set far more 
store than did the old by the common 
human welfare, and give far less chance 
for undue personal advantage; that it 
will be based much less upon competitive 
struggle and much more upon co- 
operative service; that it will attempt a 
much fairer division of the products of 
industry; and that it will make much 
more earnest with the principle "No 
cake for any until all have bread. ' ' That 
surely seems much more Christian than 
the old ways. "The times of that 
ignorance God overlooked; but now he 
commandeth men that they should all 
everywhere" change their lives, for God 
is introducing a new order. 

When God is thus judging the nations 
and the social order as sternly as he is 
today we need hardly think that the 
Christian church will escape altogether. 
In a day when the very structure of 
industrial and international relationships 
is in process of reconstruction it is not 
likely that our ecclesiastical system will 
survive unaltered. And I wonder if 
there is any area of modern life where 
the judgment of God's present purposes 
revealed through Christ is any clearer 
than it is on the Christian churches 
themselves. We were beginning to be 
uneasily conscious of this before the war, 
as we pondered the prayer of our Lord 
"that they all may be one .... that 
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the world may believe." No wonder 
the world does not believe, if, as Jesus 
himself suggested, the evidence that will 
convince it of his claims is the union of 
his followers ; for that evidence has never 
yet been given to the world — and the 
fault is ours, not his. As we faced our 
great missionary tasks at home and 
abroad we began to realize the truth of 
the report of our Christian statesmen at 
the international missionary conference 
at Edinburgh in ioio: "We fall back 
frankly before this great, world-wide 
task if it is to be faced by a divided 
Christendom." 

And now the war has reinforced this 
judgment manyfold. How can we sum- 
mon the nations to unite in a League of 
Peace until we in the Christian churches 
set the example ? How can we preach to 
American business men, and particularly 
to capital and labor, the duty of co- 
operation rather than competition, when 
the Christian churches themselves, 
deeply divided and therefore sadly 
inefficient, are practically competitors 
in hundreds of cities and thousands of 
towns and villages throughout the land ? 
A divided and competitive church cannot 
speak with authority to a divided world 
and a competitive social order, else they 
will surely say to us this proverb, 
"Physician, heal thyself." 

But there are abundant signs that the 
spirit of Christ and the providence of 
God are leading us rapidly out into a 
new era of closer Christian co-operation 
and truer Christian union. Every 
observer tells us that the Christian men 
in the camps are sure to come back with 
far less interest in the maintenance of 
denominational fences and far greater 
sense of fellowship with all their Chris- 



tian brethren. What the outcome of 
these strong unifying forces in the new 
age before us will be, no man is wise 
enough to say; nor can we even predict 
the external forms which the church of 
Christ in the future may find itself led 
to assume. The experience of our own 
Baptist fathers in other days has made 
us rightly doubtful about the desirability 
of organic unity as an end in itself. We 
believe, as Paul did, that the "unity of 
the spirit" is the all-important thing, 
and that this inner unity will in due time 
find its own best outer forms. We 
Baptists hold in trust certain great and 
precious truths for which our fathers 
fought and suffered, and we regard it as 
a part of our stewardship to see that 
these truths are safeguarded in all of 
the developments of the future. 

We believe that the church and state 
must always be separate if civil and 
religious liberty are to be maintained; 
and we welcome the help which all 
Protestant bodies will evidently give us 
in the eternal vigilance which is the price 
of that liberty. We believe that the 
religious competency of the individual 
soul before God, without the interven- 
tion of any priest, ceremony, or creed, 
and the right of the local church to self- 
government in all matters of purely 
local concern, must be safeguarded if 
Christianity is to keep its vitality and 
the church its initiative; and we rejoice 
that other Protestant bodies besides 
ourselves now share this faith and 
practice. And we especially believe 
with all our souls that the fundamental 
requirement for membership in the 
church must always be, not subscription 
to any creed, not submission to any rite, 
not assent to any formula, but personal 
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experience of the grace of God revealed 
in Christ, and personal purpose to follow 
him as Lord and Master; and we rejoice 
that in the actual practice of Protestant 
churches this principle has now been 
widely accepted. These great Christian 
principles, maintained for centuries by 
Baptist champions, are the living stones 
which we bring with pride to the building 
of what Paul called the " holy temple in 
the Lord," into which "each several 
building" is to "grow," and of which 
Jesus Christ himself is the chief corner- 
stone. 

But as the eye of our faith contem- 
plates that common Christian temple 
for the building of which the Master so 
earnestly prayed, does not his spirit 
summon all Christian people, and not 
least us Baptists, to repent of some 
things ? Not the true pride of steward- 
ship that leads men with joy to con- 
tribute their share to the common stock, 
but the false pride of self-absorption 
that leads to sectarian pettiness and 
provinciality and prejudice — these all 
Christians, ourselves included, must 
repent of. Not the convictions that 
in humility before God and in the peace- 
able spirit of Christ we hold in trust, but 
the unwillingness to enlarge our horizons 
and to learn new truth as the living God 
is ever revealing it to us by his indwelling 
spirit — these all Christians, ourselves 
included, must repent of. The disposi- 
tion to thank God that we are not as 
other churches, to regard ourselves as 
alone the chosen people and alone fully 
obedient to Christ's commands, the 
fixing of our eyes on the secondary things 
that divide instead of on the primary 
things that unite us as Christians, the 
false sense of separation from our 



brethren in Christ that so easily results 
— these banes of sectarianism all Chris- 
tians, ourselves included, must repent of. 
We must cultivate a new appreciation of 
other Christians and other churches, a 
new understanding of their distinctive 
convictions, some of them just as valid 
as our own, a new toleration of honest 
differences of opinion and interpreta- 
tion among equally sincere followers of 
Christ, a new readiness to work with all 
who will co-operate in his name and 
spirit in our common Christian tasks. 
This is the unity of the spirit which is 
more important to the Christian church 
than anything else. God grant it to us 
Baptists and to all Christians in answer 
to our common repentance and our 
united prayers, and make us leaders and 
not laggards in the closer drawing 
together of the churches of our common 
Lord and Master. 

Do we say that these are hard tasks 
and stern demands, that they are not in 
line with the comfortable practices and 
conventional traditions of other days? 
Our boys who are taking their places 
on the Western Front have responded to 
a call that involved a sharp break with 
all their habits and traditions and that 
may cost them life itself — and they have 
done it to bring in a new order of things 
on earth. We shall not be worthy of 
these brothers and sons of ours if in days 
like these we quail before great calls of 
Christian duty simply because they are 
hard or because they are new; and these 
men will not be proud of us if, having 
become new men in a great new crusade, 
they come back to find us no bigger and 
no better Christians than we were before. 

And then — have we forgotten God? 
He is not the God of the dead — the dead 
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past or the finished work — but of the 
living, the new task and the present duty. 
In this closing moment let us go back and 
down to the great foundation of Paul's 
whole appeal for repentance: it is all a 
message about God. That is the mes- 
sage, that is the faith which our time 
above all other times needs. Let us 
remember that for men who believe in 



God "fear is as wrong as selfishness, and 
faith as essential as service." Only 
God can give steadiness and perspective 
to our convictions as we look at things 
from his point of view; only God can 
give strength to our purposes as we seek 
to do his will. And like the soldiers we 
shall find him with us as we go forward at 
whatever sacrifice in the doing of his will. 
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This striking article by Dr. Gilbert complements that of Louis Wallis in this 
number of the Biblical World. It should finally answer the question whether the 
religion of an autocrat, ruling by "divine right," is Atted for a world which has learned 
the meaning of the gospel and repatriated Jesus in the religion he founded. 



This is a day of bewildering and 
painful contrasts. We have seen the 
Temple of Peace at The Hague rise 
amid the congratulations and good 
wishes of most of the great nations of 
the world, and then after a brief interval 
we have seen those same nations 
devoured by war. The voice of univer- 
sal alliances for peace has been heard 
over the earth, supported by vast 
foundations dedicated to the same end, 
and anon that voice has been lost in 
the wild tumult of international strife. 
An era without parallel in history for 
its wide and splendid Christian missions 
has suddenly been merged in barbarism, 
and this dire transition has come about 
through the working of forces at the 
heart of Christendom itself. An age 



rich in culture and warming more and 
more toward noble ideals of life has been 
plunged in heathenish night. And the 
strangest paradox of all is the fact that 
the man who is chiefly responsible for 
this infinite calamity to the world is the 
constitutional head of the Christian 
church of Prussia and regards himself 
as the chosen instrument of God in all 
the work of his life. 

Very frequently and explicitly the 
Kaiser avows his Christian faith, and 
sometimes in an impressive and persua- 
sive manner. He preaches. He makes 
religious addresses to military and naval 
recruits. He takes a prominent part at 
the dedication of churches. He is 
concerned for the religious education of 
the young. He assures his people that 



